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Abstract 
The analysis considers social science knowledge, practice wisdom, human 
motivation and the practice context in order to model both: professional 
mastery within human-service change agents; and the processes involved in 
developing the practice wisdom which makes mastery possible.  The 
discussion considers the practice context of the social/personal change agent 
and considers their contextualized learning needs as potentially-wise early 
practitioners.  It examines contextualized competencies for human service 
and reflects on the personal characteristics that are required of effective 
change agents in mastering these competencies.  The discussion argues that 
competence, confidence and commitment are essential to the development of 
contextualized practice wisdom and that essential processes, such as 
reflective practice are best understood within this argument.  Thus the 
discussion promotes the development of core graduate capabilities, while 
recognizing that these should include an active approach to developing 
contextualized self-efficacy and deep understanding of personal motives 
which relate to change agency.  The discussion concludes that effective 
professional change agents require a teaching and learning environment 
which recognizes personal needs for development of not just competences, 
but of personal confidence (self-efficacy) and a sense of control over 
personal commitment levels which pertain to chosen aspects of change. 
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In sympathy with many theorists in social work and education, Dybicz has argued that 
the achievement of good practice is a function of both knowledge and practice wisdom 
(see Goldstein 1990; Gowdy 1994; Klien & Bloom 1995; Dybicz 2004 & Halverson 
2004).  Though the knowledge focus for social work education is well known and well 
established, Dybicz uses The Social Work Dictionary to define "practice wisdom" as an 
important “accumulation of information, assumptions, ideologies, and judgments that 
have seemed practically useful in fulfilling the expectations of the job” (Barker, 1999:370-
371 in Dybicz 2004:197). The significance of practice wisdom seems more than that of 
the concept “common sense" (Barker, 1999:370-371 in Dybicz 2004:197) and as such 
provides future direction for supplementing the professionalism of graduates. 
 
Following Dybicz and other insights about practice wisdom this article argues for 
strategic change to professional education.  The analysis critiques selected literature 
about social work knowledge, practice wisdom, human motivation and the practice 
context.  It first establishes a model for a social work knowledge base before considering 
the educational implications of phronetic (wise) practice and the contextualized learning 
needs of a potentially-wise early practitioner.  It seeks to theoretically review recent 
developments in professional teaching to set the scene for empirical research into the 
discussed new model. 
 
Good Practice:  Theoretical Competence 
Holden et al (2003:430-1) identified twelve (12) core-competencies which characterize 
proficient social work practice. (See Table 1.)  Though these parameters are not foci for 
all social work educators, they serve as one starting point for considering the knowledge 
base of social work studies.  Whereas educators might once have seen their role as one 
of informing students regarding theory, it becomes evident when examining such 
‘competencies’ that professionalism requires analytical, critical, interpretive, intuitive, 
ethical (value-based) and practical applications of theoretical knowledge (see Goldstein 
1990:41).  The “challenge of content is  … to promote learning with understanding, so 
that students develop important organizing ideas that enable them to acquire and apply 
new information effectively and to organize their analyses and problem solving around 
these ideas” (Adams 2004:125).  Information provision strategies are inadequate for the 
learning needs of such professional capacities and, as Dybicz emphasizes, the 
professional knowledge/practice wisdom nexus highlights the need for better 
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conceptualization and strategy to develop professional mastery.  The focus of this 
discussion is thus: what more than a knowledge base is needed in professional 
education?     
Table 1                        Core Social Work Competencies  
 
1. Apply critical thinking within the context of professional social work practice. 
2. Understand the values of the profession and its ethical standards and principles, and 
practice accordingly. 
3. Understand the forms and mechanisms of oppression and discrimination and apply 
strategies of advocacy, and social change that advance social and economic justice. 
4. Understand and interpret the history of social work profession and its contemporary 
structures and issues. 
5. Apply the knowledge and skills of a generalist social work perspective to practice 
with systems of all sizes. 
6. Use theoretical frameworks supported by empirical evidence to understand 
individual development and behavior across the life span and the interactions 
among individuals and families, groups, organizations, and communities. 
7. Analyze, formulate and influence social policies. 
8. Evaluate research studies, apply research findings to practice and evaluate their own 
practice interventions. 
9. Use communication skills differentially across client populations, colleagues, and 
communities. 
10. Use supervision and consultation appropriate to social work practice. 
11. Function within the structure of organizations and service delivery systems and seek 
necessary organizational change. 
12. Practice without discrimination and with respect, knowledge, and skills related to 
clients’ age, class, color, culture, disability, ethnicity, family structure, gender, 
marital status, national origin, race, religion, sex, and sexual orientation. 
(Cited from Holden et al 2003:430-1.) 
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Phronetic Practice:  A Dynamic of Competence, Confidence and Commitment 
Dybicz initially examines good practice in terms of tacit knowledge, but develops an 
emphasis on the concept practice wisdom ‘more as a process than a product (i.e., 
knowledge)’ (2004:199). Though Halverson’s conceptualization of practice wisdom in 
teaching derives from the Aristotelian concept phronesis, Dybicz harks further back to 
the Socratic perception that wisdom includes the capacity for recognizing ignorance 
(2004:198).  For Dybicz, ‘wisdom’ lies in understanding where important knowledge is 
missing, and in recognizing subsequent learning needs (Dybicz 2004:198).  Similarly 
Seligson expects “a nondefensive attitude and an understanding that one is never above 
improvement” (Seligson 2004:533).  It seems that wisdom or phronesis, is the dynamic 
capacity for appropriately applying knowledge (and skills), yet it also acknowledges 
applied knowledge and the practical capacity for knowing when new knowledge must be 
found and applied.  
 
If practice wisdom ‘involves recognizing the limitations of one's knowledge’ then wise 
practitioners must be both committed to reflective development and effectively act in this 
aim (Dybicz 2004:199-200).  This means that dynamic ‘knowledge generation’ is a part 
of practice wisdom as are the ‘personal and value-driven’ ‘systems of knowledge 
generation’ which encourage professionals to critically reflect on their personal 
limitations in the active practice context (Dybicz 2004:199-200).  This reflective 
dynamism is an important characteristic of practice wisdom as it introduces the concept 
motivation into the analysis of good practice.  As argued by Chan and Chan (2004:549), 
good practice requires a core of theoretical competence and a commitment to the 
reflective development of practice wisdom. (See Figure 1) 
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Figure 1 
(From Chan & Chan 2004: 549) 
 
Goldstein’s (1990) model of practice wisdom as competent action, allowed  recent 
models to acknowledge that it is a ‘process’ whose active requirements include the 
dynamic interplay of “insights, skill, and values" when judging and using knowledge 
(Goldstein 1990:41; Dybicz 2004:200).  If: “Commitment to competent practice and a 
willingness to maintain that practice are hallmarks of a professional” (Rigney & Cooper 
2004:51) then to achieve the dynamism of good practice, a professional must be 
motivated to proceed while actively judging both the situation and their own knowledge.  
Judging situations may be knowledge-based or intuitive (tacit knowledge), but judging 
the limitations of knowledge (reflecting) is critical, intuitive (Halverson 2004:94-5,118), 
value-based (Goldstein 1990:41; Dybicz 2004:200) and motivational.   
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 In summary, good practice requires more than basic competence in the form of 
appropriate knowledge.  It also requires that professionals humbly criticize their 
knowledge base, consider alternative knowledge, reflect on their life-skills and apply 
intuition to challenge existing applications of knowledge and skills.  Clearly, good 
practice is facilitated when informed practitioners have the confidence to recognize the 
limits of their personal knowledge-base and the motivation to dynamically address these.  
Logically, good practice depends on professional commitment and confidence about 
critical reflection and development.  It follows that effective professional education must 
account for the values and motivational precursors which Rigney & Cooper (2004:51) 
attribute to professional (phronetic) practice.      
 
Yet Halverson (2004:119) has argued that “the only way to learn about practice wisdom 
is to turn to mentoring or apprenticeship and to participate in the lifeworld of the 
phronimos” and it seems that educators are limited to providing information, encouraging 
professional commitment, (see Fisher & Somerton 2000) and assuming success.  By 
contrast this discussion argues that, by examining the social construction of good 
practice, insight can be gained into professional competence, and also factors such as 
confidence and commitment which seem to presuppose a phronetic practitioner.  As 
professionals are characterized by both tertiary educational achievement (qualifications) 
and commitment to phronetic development, the discussion also assumes that the 
educational environment can stimulate commitment to core processes for phronetic 
development: namely critical reflection (see Seligson 2004), dynamic contextualized 
analysis and personal planning (see Halverson 2004).  This is reason for a more 
systematic analysis and educational response to commitment as a core component of 
dynamic practice. 
 
Simulating the Lifeworld of the Phronimos: Commitment 
Even if personal commitment to development (see Rigney & Cooper 2004:51) and 
reflection (see Schon 1983:68; Pray 1991:82-3) has long been considered an essential 
component of professionalism, such activities have been encouraged within formal 
social work education (see Fisher & Somerton 2000:387) without consideration of the 
motivational nature of the required commitment.  Professional education has therefore 
focused on and assessed sound practice rather than good practice, and it has assumed 
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professional commitment to phronetic development. If professional values are assumed 
in practice it can also be assumed that they can be positively encouraged.  Perhaps the 
right experiences and theories can expand professional education to address 
professional values regarding life-long learning and commitment to phronetic reflection in 
the work context.  Experiential learning and motivation in the workplace are therefore 
important areas for consideration.  
 
Westberg & Jason (2001:vii) have stated that “there are two key ways to help others 
learn from experience”, “First, we must help them to become reflective practitioners who 
regularly think about and assess their work and invite the reflections and feedback of 
others … Second, we must give them timely, constructive feedback on their work and 
self-assessments”1.  This argument seems to sum up an intuitive rather than theoretical 
consensus about motivation and reflective practice (see Fisher & Somerton 2000:399), 
yet since Goleman (1996) there is reason to consider theory that can explain ‘help’ and 
‘constructive feedback’ as motivating factors (Chapman 2001)  in a shared narrative of 
good practice. 
 
After Goleman (1996), Chapman’s (2001) work argued that professionals can participate 
in self-motivating reflection.  Motivation (for reflection and development) includes “those 
psychological processes involved in arousal, direction, intensity, and persistence of 
voluntary actions that are goal directed” (Mitchell et al 2000:217).  Further the goals 
which individuals set for themselves are according to Danko (2004:2) influenced by the 
need for survival, affiliation, power and achievement (see also Robbins et al 2003:453).  
Argument has already established constructive feedback as a reinforcement regime. Yet 
these motivating factors are interpreted through the (cultural) values which individuals 
have developed in society (Locke 1991). Thus, if individuals’ perceive their particular 
desires for development important to professional success and if they perceive that 
increased effort in the work place leads to success, then these needs for survival, 
affiliation, power, and achievement will promote on-the-job arousal, direction, intensity, 
and persistence (Robbins et al 2003:449, 452-3) in respect to reflective practice.  The 
self-efficacious (confident) setting of valued goals thus influences the persistence, focus, 
intensity and therefore motivation (commitment) to achieve perceived needs (See 
Mitchell et al 2000:221-2).    
                                                 
1 (My Emphasis) 
 8
 If  “commitment to competent practice and a willingness to maintain that practice are the 
hallmarks of a professional” (Rigney and Cooper 2004:51) then logically (from Locke’s 
1991 theory) ‘professionals’ have assimilated values which lead them to construct 
perceived professional competence as an intrinsic need and reflective practice as a 
strategy for achieving specific goals in meeting this need.  Simply, if a professional 
‘social work’ identity has been instilled into a student, they will feel a value-based 
(emotive) commitment to specific parameters2 of competent practice. They will thus be 
motivated to reflectively maintain their practice competence and will feel ‘achievement’ if 
they perceive they are competent.  If good practice requires dynamic participation in 
phronetic development and professionals recognize that practice wisdom results in 
valued competence then they will dynamically reflect in practice to meet these needs.  
The desired professional commitment to self-reflection and phronetic development is 
related to particular needs (motivators), particular perceptions of what is important 
(values), and a self-assurance about achieving set goals. 
 
This means that professional education is a process of value-based indoctrination and 
re-construction of the perceived needs of students3.  The needs for power, for 
achievement and for relationships are the bases of goals which individuals set for 
themselves (Robbins et al 2003:453) and therefore educators can focus educative 
intervention on the value-based interpretations of these needs.  Thus educators can link 
feelings of personal power, achievement and meaningful relationships with reflective 
practice and they can strategically encourage students to perceive dynamic phronetic-
development as valuable.  Personal goal setting processes are thus areas through which 
educators can potentially influence the motivating factors which affect professionals and 
which make them reflective practitioners.   
 
Educators can be mindful that knowledge of personal goal setting processes is itself a 
valuable form of self-knowledge as it exposes for professionals why they want to reflect 
or act.  Thus motivational intervention does not have to be covert and disempowering.  
Robbins et al (2003:469) suggest that, individuals who overtly select significant but 
achievable job challenges often achieve high levels of motivation.  Thus workers who 
                                                 
2  ‘Power’ and ‘achievement’ needs might be considered. 
3 This is no surprise. 
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are committed to their role, and gain satisfaction from relevant achievements (Robbins et 
al 2003:469-470) are likely to be continuously setting significant but achievable 
challenges which provide intrinsic rewards.  Similarly students might thus be strategically 
provoked into valuing and setting professional goals for themselves and they might also 
be provided with rewards which ensure that these goal-setting processes are satisfying.  
For example they might be encouraged to feel ‘achievement’ after reflecting and 
accomplishing personal development milestones.  
 
Though reflection has been discussed in terms of personal goal-setting and strategic 
encouragement through extrinsic rewards it is also seen as providing its own intrinsic 
rewards (see Westberg & Jason 2001:3,43-7).  If so, once it is stimulated it should be 
motivationally self-sustaining (Goleman 1996, Chapman 2001). The techniques for 
rewarding personal goal setting, which presuppose a reflective mindset, will be 
considered with the parameter ‘confidence’ and its link with commitment to professional 
development. 
 
From Confidence to Commitment 
Arguments by Robbins et al (2003:448) regarding direct motivators are supplemented by 
arguments about ‘hygiene factors’ without which motivation is limited.  These factors 
should be considered part of the mechanics of work place motivation. For example 
Fisher and Somerton (2000:394) consider reflective practice to be encouraged in the 
learning environment by promoting student successes and thereby by “reducing threat 
and anxiety for the student in the learning process”.  “Self-efficacy refers to an 
individual’s belief that he or she is capable of performing a task” (Robbins et al 
2003:453), and therefore it allows him/her to set challenging goals.  As individuals who 
are highly motivated set both achievable and challenging goals (Robbins et al 
2003:453), then self-efficacy influences motivation.  Thus high levels of motivation seem 
related to a professional’s confidence in his/her ability to succeed.   
 
According to Petrovich (2004:430) it is beliefs about self-efficacy which “affect a 
multitude of diverse factors: the decisions that people make, the amount of effort they 
put forth, their perseverance and resilience in the face of adversity, their tendency to 
think in ways that are self-hindering or self aiding, and the amount of stress and 
depression that they experience in response to difficulties (Bandura, 1997).”  High 
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performance must “start with a context that is conducive to goal setting … and then 
[professionals must] choose goals that reflect behaviors and activities that are important 
for effective individual and organizational performance. These should be specific and 
difficult.  Care should be taken to ensure commitment and high self-efficacy and to 
provide feedback along the way” (Mitchell et al 2000:243).  Evidently perceived 
confidence and self-efficacy in the practice context are important influences on the 
motivation to achieve phronesis (see Fisher and Somerton 2000:394; Ferguson 
2003:1011; Gelman 2004:39).  Thus the promotion of perceived self-efficacy will prevent 
a lack-of-confidence from undermining student commitment (see Gelman 2004:39,45) to 
reflective development. 
 
Interestingly Petrovich has argued that graduate students “felt confident in their ability to 
relate cross-culturally to clients by the end of their graduate school experience, [but] this 
sense of self-efficacy often did not transfer to the world of work after graduation; [and 
further] this loss of efficacy seemed linked to the loss of power that students felt in an 
environment that was less supportive …” (2004:431).  Evidently lost confidence and 
motivation can be caused by a contextual change from university to the organizational 
context of professional work.  Perhaps, moving from the educational environment into an 
organizational setting decontextualised the students learned knowledge and values (and 
goals) and this reduced their confidence in its applicability (see Laurilard 2005).   
 
The arguments of Mitchell et al (2000:243) and Petrovich (2004:431) imply that a 
contextualized sense of self-efficacy or professional confidence is important to reflective 
development of professional competence (though not causative of it, see Holden et al 
2003:426).  “Self-efficacy is a subjective phenomenon in that people can possess a high 
degree of talent or skill, but not see themselves as able to apply their capabilities 
consistently or across a variety of situations”  (Petrovich 2004:429).  If so educators who 
which to encourage reflective practice must promote values in context by increasing 
student confidence that their values (and skills) are appropriate in the work-place. 
   
It must be recognized that the narratives of good practice are contextualized in a work 
place, or organizational context which impacts on perceived self-efficacy.  Fisher and 
Somerton (2000:394) argue that supportiveness which reduces perceived threat and 
anxiety influences the motivation to reflect (see also Gelman 2004:39,45).  For Mitchell 
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et al (2000:243) motivation must be considered in the organizational context, and as it is 
strongly affected by organizationally derived feelings (see also Scott 2003:3), there is a 
need to ensure that students approach their practice context with confidence about the 
applicability of the values and approaches that they have assimilated.  
 
Seligson talks of ‘being in the moment’ and emphasizes that a social worker “must know 
her self well enough to recognize the emotions she experiences” in the work-role 
(2004:533).  Self-reflection can be strategically focused on future learning needs, 
perceived self-efficacy, emotional responses to failure and the capacity for 
understanding perceived threats to self-confidence in the future practice context.  
Seligson (2004:532) argues that professionals develop self knowledge so that they might 
understand the ‘other’, their own reactions to others and how to interpret these reactions 
when setting professional goals (Seligson 2004:532-3).  As the ‘motives’ of action and 
‘the emotive’ responses to values are linked (see Edwards 1999) then there is reason to 
promote confident feelings about personal development prior to the realities of practice.  
“During the educational process, the social work student must move from a position of 
inner uncertainty and self-doubt toward a realistic sense of self-efficacy and ultimately be 
prepared to enter the complex world of practice with a long-term, positive, and hopeful 
commitment to the values of the profession. Conscious, creative, and intelligent use of 
the sources of self-efficacy in the teaching and training of social workers can be a 
powerful tool for the development of resilient and confident professionals of the future” 
(Petrovich 2004:441).  This suggests that intelligent reinforcement of student confidence 
will maintain the direction, intensity and persistence of reflective behaviour. 
 
Just as Seligson comments on ‘being in the moment’ as a confidence building approach 
to better performance, Petrovich (2004:431) recommends the following 4 contextually 
relevant strategies for improving self efficacy: 
1. Verbal Persuasion (positive feedback);  
2. Emotional and Physiological Control (self-supporting versus harmful attitude); 
3. Vicarious Experience (observation of valued others succeeding); and   
4. Enactive Mastery (successful practice of skills).  (See Table 2 below for details.)     
These are a combination of intrinsic and extrinsic rewards which can be realized through 
value-based change to persist into the professional world of work. 
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Table 2   
      Petrovich’s Recommended Strategies for Increasing Perceived Self Efficacy in Students 
1. Strategies to Improve Responses to Verbal Persuasion 
1 “Provide role models who students can trust and respect and ensure that the verbal 
support given is explicit, realistic and accurate.” (Petrovich  2004:439-40.) 
 
2. Strategies to Improve the Management of Physiological and Affective States 
1 “Help students become aware of their own levels of physiological and affective states in 
the face of stressful professional challenges and after related negative appraisals of 
personal efficacy.” (Petrovich 2004:439.)  
 
3. Strategies to Improve Vicarious Learning  
1 “Make conscious use of the vicarious learning that is taking place daily throughout the 
educational experience.” (Petrovich 2004:438.) 
2 “Provide a variety of role models, ensuring that students have many opportunities to 
learn from one another, from slightly more advanced peers, from recent graduates, and 
from working professionals in the field.” (Petrovich 2004:438.) 
3 “Attend to the instructional element of vicarious learning and create opportunities for 
self-modeling.” (Petrovich 2004:439.) 
 
4. Strategies to improve “Enactive Mastery” in social work practice: 
1 “Provide frequent opportunities for students to practice interventions taught, both in and 
out of the classroom.” (Petrovich 2004:437.) 
2 “Provide continuous feedback that selectively focuses on success.” (Petrovich 
2004:437.) 
3 Through using role plays, audio and video “Structure skill training by breaking skills 
down into identifiable subparts and by enhancing student awareness of strategies used.”  
(Petrovich 2004:437.) 
4 “Attend carefully to the students' subjective appraisal of each practice application as 
well as to self-appraisals of past performances.” (Petrovich 2004:438.) 
5 “Attend to the trajectory of learning so that students experience the overcoming of 
difficulties over time through sustained effort.” (2004:438) while promoting “resemblance 
to situations in the field. This approach encourages the student to expand and deepen the 
application of theory and skill over time. If there are many practice performance 
opportunities” (Petrovich 2004:438). 
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 Evidently from points 1.1, 2.1, 3.2, 3.3 and 4.5 the move from the educational 
environment to the work environment is a move from decontextualised directed learning 
(Laurillard 2002) to contextualized reflective learning.  Confidence is facilitated if 
students have observed people similar to themselves successfully negotiating the 
change to practice efficacy (Petrovich 2004:438).  Students feel a need to conceptualize 
success in others who are like themselves, but this success is about contextualizing the 
development of self-efficacy.  As the student-to-professional challenge to self-efficacy 
occurs in the organizational context of practice, it seems that the organizational context 
of practice is the reality in which the professional needs to develop a confident 
professional practice narrative.  Thus this reality must in some way be made more 
predictable for students.  It is therefore arguable that students who are maximally 
exposed to the predictabilities of the organizational context will be more confidently able 
to approach practice. 
 
Halverson argues that professionals (2004:110) “cannot hope to objectively display a 
theoretical, objective reconstruction of phronesis equally accessible to all practitioners” 
as its dynamic character is defined by narrative (perceived) representation rather than 
theoretical representation.  The shared understanding of narratives depends on “how 
practitioners are able to recognize deep, structural similarities in representations… that 
recreate the structural connections and connect them to the everyday problems of 
practice”  (Halverson 2004:110).  “Phronetic narratives … provide accounts of how 
practitioners negotiate complex situations in achieving their ends” (Halverson 2004:120) 
and thus they may “problematize conditions of problem setting and solving by using 
practitioner questions to organize narratives and by showing how differently situated4 
practitioners might set and solve similar problems” (Halverson 2004:120).  According to 
Halverson: “Building phronetic narratives involves a multistep, iterative process of data 
collection, analysis, and reconstruction.”  (2004:111). 
 
Though Halverson argues structurally about phronetic development, Morley argues that 
“critical postmodernists recognize that all knowledge is intimately connected with 
subjective values and judgments.  Facts therefore take on the status of fact only when 
they are located and judged within a particular theoretical framework” (Morley 2004:298).  
                                                 
4 Emphases added. 
 14
As such, efficacious practice is defined as efficacious within the particular conceptual 
frame that has achieved importance in that practice context (see Chan & Chan 
2004:549).  Chan and Chan (2004:551-2) argue that the organizational context of 
practice is influential in determining the values that define the particular theory which will 
be useful/useless in practice and thus the phronetic narratives of organizations become 
the discourse of the competent organizational worker.  Confident practice might create 
its own narratives of success. Promoting expertise with these representations, through 
processes such as mentoring, does not just communicate wise actions; it defines the 
value of actions (and outcomes) in the context, and thereby defines which judgments are 
efficacious and how outcomes are evaluated (see Linstead 1993:64-5; Morley 
2004:301).   
 
Should educators therefore seek to replicate the values of the organizational context of 
practice?  Scott (2003:3) perceives organizations as “a prominent, if not the dominant, 
characteristic of modern societies” with their impact on all workers (2003:330) effecting 
such feelings as powerlessness, meaninglessness, normlessness, cultural 
estrangement, self-estrangement and social isolation (2003:328). As “claims to 
professional standing are negotiated in organizational settings” (Jones & May 1992:10) 
the narratives of good practice are defined by those organizational artifacts which are 
themselves defined “historically, socially and with political interest” (Morley 2004:299).  
Linstead has argued that in contemporary society “the devices which connect thought 
and organized society”, are determined by organizational ‘attention’ because of the 
‘institutional organization of our lives’ (1993:64-5).  Morley (2004:301) articulates that it is 
assumed that the “dominant discourses operating within [human service organizations 
are] characterized by the construction of binary oppositional categories” with “the major 
dichotomies” being: workers/management and powerless/powerful. Similarly 
practitioners conceptualize success/failure, good/bad practice, and wise/foolish action. 
“Just as reading is a formative process, the consumption of organizational artifacts, be 
they products, relations or images, is a significant and neglected part of the process of 
the re-creation of subjectivity” (Linstead 1993:69) and perceived efficacy in practice.  
 
If organizations affect: the way we think, the narratives which define our subjectivity in 
post-modern life, and the feelings of power, powerlessness (etc) that we have in 
professional actions, then organizational artifacts are of paramount importance to clients 
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and social workers.  The very language (narrative) of wisdom is about succeeding within 
the professional parameters that are endorsed within the organizational context.  Thus 
confident commencement in the professional context seems dependent on preparation 
for the organizational culture, including its value-base and artifacts.  Confidence and 
commitment to practice wisdom might either be dependent on uncritical acceptance of 
dominant organizational values or it might be about contesting and constructing the 
values which define wisdom. 
 
If social workers naively ignore the hegemony of the organizational context and 
“reflective conversation takes language as unproblematic, ironically ignoring the non-
epistemological (ideological and other) influences which it evokes and symbolizes” 
(Linstead 1993:67), then organizational policies and managerial agendas will dominate 
(See Morley 2004:297;301) and therefore dictate (and mystify) practice wisdom.  This is 
disempowering rather than empowering and so professionals must be able to confidently 
engage with the construction of organizational efficacy.  
 
What then determines for the educational environment the ‘factuality’ of subjective, 
value-based phenomena such as perceived wisdom and efficacy?   For Morley “Power 
… becomes the process of how and why some discourses become dominant over 
others” (Morley 2004:299).  “While … there are a multitude of discourses, or a multitude 
of legitimate ways to see and know our world, power is understood to be exercised 
through control over … discourses” (Morley 2004:299, 301).  Surely if values such as 
‘truth’ and ‘goodness’ are defined within the context of practice then the organizational 
context is normatively definitive of these parameters.  Yet professional wisdom is in 
accepting the client/client group perspective of good outcomes (see Seligson 2004:533) 
while promoting an interpretation of these outcomes which is organizationally relevant.   
 
As “our own personal viewpoints, experiences, actions and interactions shape a 
situation, and therefore bring attention to our own ability and agency to respond to and 
change constructions” (Morley 2004:299), we can reconceptualize ourselves in practice.  
Chan and Chan (2004:554-5) argue that good practice requires a personalized approach 
to developing practice wisdom, a sense of autonomy and integration in the agency of 
practice, supervision, and understanding of the interaction between knowledge and 
action.  This discussion argues that it also requires: critical understanding of the artifacts 
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which construct good practice, confidence about the organizational context in which the 
artifacts are constructed, self-determined re-evaluation of the efficacy of practices and 
personal satisfaction in the achievement of revalued practices (including reflection).  
Thus confident5 reflection is a basis for constructing the truth of good practice and there 
by for intrinsically rewarding it. 
 
It seems that professional education can be deconstructed (see Linstead 1993; Hearn & 
Parkin 1993:154-6; Morley 2004:297) to demonstrate that competent graduands need 
both familiarity and confidence with: professional values, organizational power, 
organizational values, and personal goal setting for reflective phronetic development.  If 
the phronetic narratives of social work are predominantly underpinned by ‘organizational’ 
artifacts, the students of social work are merely apprentices in ‘problem solving’ ‘around 
the ideas’ of organizational competence.  Yet just as Seligson (2004:533) argues that 
“the elements that make practice successful … lie in the realm beyond technique” (ie 
artistry), the realm of practice mastery lies in constructed narratives of “wisdom”.  
Theorists recognize that: “Across practice approaches, elements central to successful 
practice include collaboration, personal well-being of the therapist, expectations, and 
sharing of responsibility by worker and client” (Seligson 2004:533).  These actions de-
centre organizational power.  By recognizing that the narratives of practice wisdom are 
organizational narratives and relate to power, new practitioners can learn to be wise 
professionals, who can be satisfied by their (client centered) achievements and can 
reflect on practice successes with an empowering sense of joy.   
 
How to Promote Practice Wisdom through Competence, Confidence and Commitment 
In spite of developments in professional pedagogy Gelman (2004) has identified that 
anxiety and under-confidence are substantial threats to the efficacy of pre- and post- 
practicum students.  Yet Linstead (1993) and Hearn & Parkin (1993) consider that the 
narratives of professional efficacy including, Gelman’s confidence and Seligson’s 
commitment to sharing and openness, happen in an organizational context which is 
repressive of human emotion.  In 1992 Jones and May argued that organizational 
relationships are important both to worker satisfaction and to achieving client outcomes.  
Their work is testimony to the centrality of the organizational context and the importance 
of contextualized professional (Social Work) education (see also Laurillard 2002).  
                                                 
5 This is the very commodity which is damaged by the transition to work. 
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 Consider that ‘novices’ might be provided with a ‘structured’ approach to developing 
organizational practice wisdom because: “To successfully communicate practical 
wisdom, phronetic narratives must include structures to anticipate how each type of 
audience might perceive … case” content (Halverson 2004:111).  If constructed but 
accepted artifacts are the ‘structures’ upon which understanding is built, mentors, 
professionals and clients share predefined meanings and must communicate using the 
systems within organisations.  Though Halverson (2004:111) argues that the 
construction on phronetic narratives depends on a deep understanding of the ‘key 
artifacts’ influencing ‘the local system of practice’, Morley (2004:297) has emphasized 
the dynamic and power related processes through which the constructions are valued.   
Morley concentrates on the subjective process of giving value to the artifacts and the 
possibility of deconstructing and influencing these narratives of good practice.  As the 
artifacts of practice are determined by the power of organizations, the values associated 
with them and which define practice mastery, can be deconstructed to redefine the 
perceived wisdom of actions (both with and without clients).  From this perspective 
Halverson’s mentoring processes comprise shared agreement about, and construction 
of, good practices.  
Thus the development of phronesis is normally based on subjective organizationally 
derived wisdom, and the development of commitment and confident practice is 
influenced by a professional’s perception of organizational efficacy.  The values through 
which practitioners perceive phronetic practices determine the artifacts of good practice. 
Thus as a starting point students should be exposed to rich organizationally based 
experiences to develop a sense of self-efficacy which can survive contextually to permit 
them the opportunity to construct phronetic narratives. 
 
 “Lave argues that learning as it normally occurs is a function of the activity, context and 
culture in which it occurs” (Lam 2004:384-5) and very clearly the development of 
practice wisdom is a function of these factors.  Similarly situated learning theory implies 
that, as with students’ ‘practicum’ experiences, the learning that will be most relevant to 
developing confidence in graduands must be perceived by the student as relevant and 
similar to the experience of the practitioner that they will become (see Cope et al 
2000:853; Petrovich 2004:438-40).  If the essential confidence for (deconstructing and) 
constructing phronetic narratives is to survive to the practice context, then the learning 
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context must be as close to the practice reality as possible.  As this is difficult to achieve 
in a university environment where practicum are limited, theory and practice must be 
promoted in a simulated practice environment.   
 
Contextualized learning has been argued to build confidence (see Cope et al 2000:853) 
and, as the organization is the dominant context of western society, the presentation of 
social-work dilemmas in organizational situations will contextualize learning and build 
feelings of confidence and power in graduands.  Just as political activity in social work 
has been shown to increase social worker confidence in practice, familiarity with the 
organizational power (contextual) influences on phronetic practice, should deepen the 
quasi-practice experiences of students and promote confidence.  Just as practitioners 
who reify structure will be bound by organizational limits to low morale, mistrust and 
powerlessness, those who construct their own ‘enabling’ contextualized narratives of 
practice will be empowered (see Morely 2004:301-2).  This hypothesis can only however 
be tested by further research into professional teaching. 
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